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“Officer K Griffiths reporting in on December 13th, about 2250 Empire Time.” Kavan Griffiths kept his eyes on the fugitive sitting on the floor of his volex as he spoke into the radio. The criminal, a stringy man with a beard bigger than his stringy body could get away with, looked relieved when he heard the word “officer” Kavan didn’t blame him. There was very little in Kavan’s appearance that would be comforting to a man wanted dead by the Empire Sector’s mob. Kavan was a big man, shaved head, arms covered with tattoos that meant nothing to anyone but him. Since he only wore jeans and t-shirts, never the official uniform, he looked more like a thug than an officer of the Intersectoral Police. He spoke like one, too. “That’s about 4:00 AM for you fuckers at home.”

“Officer Walter Morgan receiving,” Morgan spoke with the crisp and formal dialect of the Albion sector. “Carry on, K.”

“I have in custody Louis Hullender and I’m bringing him to the nearest ISP station.” Kavan glanced at the volex’s console. The autopilot was functioning fine, and the map showed his volex about to cross onto the land at the edge of the American continent. “Can you let the Empire station know so his records will be ready?”

“What am I? Your bloody secretary?” Even Morgan, the most stringent officer Kavan had ever worked with, got friendly near the end of his overnight shifts.

Kavan smirked a little because he heard Morgan typing the notice by hand. Morgan was strict Albion and didn’t trust anything he couldn’t do by hand. He only typed because Intersectoral protocol would not allow anyone to handwrite records the way they did in Albion, and Morgan’s department would not pay for the digital handwriting transcribers. Most of the other ISP officers used vocal recorders to the point where basic spelling on handwritten reports was a problem. Some of the more tech-savvy officers used cybernetic links to do all their record-keeping, but metal heads frightened Kavan. He said, “Just don’t want the call to be traced.”

“I know. You’re also bloody paranoid,” the other officer muttered. “There. Done. Is there anything else I can do for you, sir? Perhaps you’d like a warm cup of tea when you come to port?”

“You know I don’t drink tea, Walt.” Kavan leaned back in his chair. “You’ll never guess where I found him.”

“Ah,” Morgan said. “This is one of those calls.”

Kavan glanced around the barren volex as he talked to Morgan. The benches lining the oval of the helm were plain metal without cushions. The engine churned in the hull of the flying machine, and because he didn’t bother with insulation, he could feel the vibrations under his feet. He didn’t have a sun shield for the clear plexi so he could see the stars overhead as he flew. “He was working in the Taj Mahal.”

Morgan asked after a pause, “The one on the Empire Shore or in Persia?”

“There’s one in Empire?” Kavan replied.

“Indeed, one of those underwater relics of ... what was it called, Atlantic City? One of those places where the ocean swamped a beach town and they saved the attractions instead of the people.”

Kavan snorted. “Tell me about Under Albion again? Isn’t the queen still fighting Old London’s mole people?”

“Right. So, you found Hullender in Persia, working in the Taj Mahal?”

“Alexis Medellin had him,” Kavan said.

He heard the silence on the other end. Then the quiet statement, “And you took him from her?”

“Yup,” Kavan said. “She was gonna turn him in to the highest bidder.”

“That man should be kissing your boots.”

“Oh, he’s happy about it.” Kavan said to the fugitive, “Aren’t you, Louie? Jumping like a bunny from the joy.”

The fugitive said nothing.

Kavan added, “Because you were wanted dead.”

“How did you get him off Alexis Medellin?” Morgan asked.

“I got to him first,” Kavan replied. “Doesn’t matter. I saw her on his scent and she broke into his house while I was arresting him on the street outside.”

Morgan chuckled. “She’s going to cause trouble for you someday, K. You should be careful.”

“I’ll do her a good turn and she’ll forgive me.” The volex hummed as it descended and slowed. “The Beast is landing. I’ll call you to gloat later. Maybe go for a beer?”

Morgan scoffed. “I wouldn’t dream of drinking beer with you. I’ll meet you for a scotch, though. How’s 1900 Albion time?”

That was only 4:00 PM his time, but Kavan didn’t care. “Sure. Meet at the station?”

“Certainly.”

Kavan pressed the button to silence the radio and looked out the plexi. He could see only darkness, not the comforting light of a police station roof. According to his altitude, he should have been able to see the trash on the rooftop. Instead, he saw only a dark, grassy lot. He double-checked the coordinates. The autopilot confirmed in bright lettering that their destination was a place called Montgomery Park and not the Intersectoral Police Station.

“Fuck.”

“What’s wrong?” The fugitive asked.

“That bitch.” Kavan took the volex out of autopilot, but it was too late. The Beast was already landing and Kavan didn’t have the technical know-how to battle with a machine complicated enough to circle the planet in a few hours. “How the fuck did she get into my volex?”

“What’s going on? Am I still safe?” The fugitive babbled while Kavan walked over to him. Without hesitating, Kavan hoisted the man over one shoulder and carried him into the head to hide him from whoever Alexis had on the ground waiting.

As soon as Kavan opened the door to the little bathroom, a laser gun fired. He closed his eyes against the flashing light. His skin tingled at the heat. The man over his shoulder went limp. Kavan opened his eyes to see the hole bored into Louis Hullender’s skull.

“I got in by not leaving, Kav.” Alexis Medellin pushed the door the rest of the way open with the barrel of the laser gun. She wore tight black leggings designed for acrobats in the Cirque Sector, where she officially lived. That was why a delicate harlequin’s face paint coated her broad features. Kavan rarely saw her without white makeup and colorful daggers painted around her eyes. Her shirts were always cut low, her shorts were always cut high, and her hair was always purple.

Kavan looked at the corpse over his shoulder. “You fucking bitch.”

“Stop stealing my kills,” she said, capping the laser and stuffing the gun into her belt. She fished an Oritech out of her shirt. It was a little cell, embellished with all the latest innovations. Kavan could see where it would project a three-dimensional image, where it could connect directly to a volex console, and where it folded out into God knows what. He guessed it cost about what Hullender was worth dead or alive.

Alexis pressed a button and spoke in a chipper, childlike tone. “I got Louie.”

“Under the laws of his sector, he should have had a trial, Alexis.” Kavan stepped out of her way when she walked past him into the volex.

“Murder, assault, robbery.” Alexis tugged off a glove, showing her brown skin, and then took out a pot of face paint from another hidden pocket. She patted the white makeup around her cheeks and mouth. “Sounds like he wanted a trial.”

Kavan put the body down. Am I still safe? Those were the dead man’s last words. “Christ ... what if he wasn’t the right—”

“You know he was the right man or you wouldn’t have arrested him,” Alexis replied. “And you knew he was guilty or you wouldn’t have hunted him. Besides, I wouldn’t worry about him. I’d worry about them.”

She gestured with her paint pot to the darkness outside his volex. Kavan saw the men standing outside the windows. A couple of them wore pinstripe suits and bowlers, but they were all physically powerful men with short-cropped hair, tattoos, and stony expressions that said they were ready to kill. Kavan had the brief thought that this look was a kind of uniform that crossed the cultures of the sectors. A uniform he wore too. All of them were pointing automatic rifles at him. Not that the bullets would get past the plexi, but it was still an unnerving sight. “You’re delivering to the dons?”

“Of course we are,” she said. “The dons pay better, partner.”

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“Now don’t go all tumbling, Kavan. They’ll shoot you for a wild tiger if you cause trouble.” She walked past him to the console and opened the hatch in the floor. “I’ll fill out all the paperwork from my end in the Empire. Your half of the bounty will come in the mail. That way you’ll only have a little to explain to your precious supervisors at the ISP. I’m sure your drinking pal will be able to fix everything up for you, and if he doesn’t...”

She looked over her shoulder and winked. “I’ll do you a good turn every now and then, little brother.”
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“The suicide bacteria has claimed another victim in the Torres Sector. That brings the death toll of this new drug to thirty-five souls.”

Elliot Grayson sat before a mirror trying to tame the brown curls of his hair with pomade when the news broadcast distracted him. He looked at the projection on the bare wall from the handheld screen Rabid had given him. The screen was less than a year old, though Rabid had forsaken it for a newer version. Elliot had never figured out how to align the projection with the bare patch on the wall, so a bookshelf distorted the Albion reporter’s skirt and boots.

“The Intersectoral Police are warning even the most casual brush with these bacteria can lead to hallucinations so fearful that the infected person commits suicide to escape them.” Though the reporter was surrounded by the pseudo jungles of Torres, though she had replaced the petticoats and hoops, the corsets and the modest high collars of Albion with a plain brown-and-white frock, there was no mistaking her crisp diction. “The ISP are displaying this report through Torres and other sectors where this particularly nasty strain of the bacteria has reared its ugly head.”

“Elliot, are you out there, still?”

Elliot startled. He was sitting at the edge of a double bed, not more than a few feet from the bathroom, but he had not heard Rabid finish showering. He answered, “Course, I am. Where else would I be?”

Rabid chuckled from behind the door, then said, “Be a good lad and get me a towel?”

Elliot rolled his eyes, mostly at the “lad”. Rabid wasn’t from Albion. He worked very hard to erase all traces of whatever place had birthed him, but now and again, he tried out the words of Albion just to see how poorly they mixed with his gravelly voice. Elliot shrank the projection and watched the broadcast on the handheld screen as he went to the linen closet and picked out a towel. The ISP officer from Torres was speaking in Castellano. Elliot read the translated text underneath. “If you encounter someone who is infected by these bacteria, call the authorities immediately. Do not attempt to detain the infected yourself, as this strain is highly contagious. Try to keep—”

Elliot silenced the feed by folding the screen and tucking it into the pocket of his rose-colored vest. He carried the towel to their bathroom, looking at the steam curling out from under the door. Elliot had a theory that Rabid originated in a real jungle and could only be comfortable while naked in steaming heat. Elliot opened the door and the oppressive steam dampened his fine beige suit and his rose cravat. He caught sight of the clouded mirror, but he could see only the faint image of his light-brown curls and his slender body filling the suit jacket reflecting in the fog.

“What were you watching?” Rabid stood in the open stall, the steam pouring out behind him. He reached out his hand for the towel.

“Oh, just the gossip around Albion,” Elliot answered. He did have an Albion accent, and it only became more pronounced the longer he stayed away.

Rabid buried his face into the towel, which he then rubbed over his black-and-gray hair. He appeared unashamed of his nakedness, of the strong muscles hiding beneath the pudginess of his body. “Sounds like someone from Torres.”

“Well,” Elliot answered. Rabid spoke Castellano, but he probably had heard only the faintest traces of it through the door. “We Albions do occasionally take interest in the outside world.”

As Elliot turned to quit the steaming room, Rabid dropped a hand on his neck. His fingers drifted down to Elliot’s shoulder and chest and it was a passionless seduction. When his hands dipped into the pocket of Elliot’s rose vest, it was a theft.

Elliot didn’t try to take the device back as Rabid flipped open the screen and restored the feed’s sound. The Albion reporter was speaking again. “Try to keep infected persons isolated and away from tools that they might use to harm themselves. If one finds oneself infected by this drug, call the emergency services at once. It is then advised for one to tie down or lock oneself in a closet without any tools. Hallucinations last between fifteen and thirty minutes and can be quite terrifying.”

Rabid nonchalantly folded the screen and handed it back. “Why are you looking up information about strains of wild bacteria?”

“I was curious if it was mine.” Elliot stood back against the wall, giving Rabid room to exit the bathroom and enter the master bedroom they shared. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the black suit and crisp white shirt he had laid out on the bed for Rabid. “Sounds like the particularly nasty mistake you asked me to keep making.”

“I told you I didn’t distribute it.” Rabid made no move toward the dry air outside, just ruffled the towel through his salt-and-pepper hair. “Why don’t you take my word for it?”

The question appeared innocent enough and his tone stayed even, but Elliot grew wary. He did not look up from his hands stuck into the small pockets of his vest. “I just ... well, it has the same symptoms, the same length of hallucination even.”

Rabid snorted, shrugged and walked past him into the cool air of the master bedroom. Elliot added, almost offhandedly, “Though I suppose someone could have taken the recipe from my laboratory ... or even a sample. A housekeeper, perhaps.”

Rabid turned sharply, offended by the suggestion. For the first time that day, he looked into Elliot’s face. “No one broke into the security of my compound.”

“Of course not,” Elliot replied agreeably. He had cornered Rabid, which was not necessarily a good idea. “So, you must have distributed it.”

Elliot watched carefully for signs of danger. He saw the flare of Rabid’s nostrils, the hard squint, but not the reddening of his face. Still, the man closed the distance between them in one step and grabbed Elliot by the lapel of his vest, straining the gold buttons. “You should be grateful enough to take my word—”

“You promised.” Elliot lifted his hands to Rabid’s fists and the man’s grip softened and the anger drained out of him again. Rabid made many promises that he didn’t always keep. Elliot pressed his back into the doorway between the still-steaming bathroom and the bedroom. “You promised me when that woman...”

Elliot didn’t like to speak about it. The test subject believed a devil was attacking her, was raping her, and had impregnated her. She broke a window, and when they stopped her from leaping to her death, she took a shard of the broken glass and stabbed herself in the stomach to save the world from the devil’s spawn. Elliot ran a hand through his hair and continued. “When that woman died, you said you would not distribute it.”

“Elliot, sweetheart.” Rabid slithered nearer again and caressed Elliot’s cheek with his open palm. “That was only one test subject. It was an isolated case.”

“One in ten test subjects,” Elliot replied. “That’s ten percent. Did you distribute to over three hundred people? Because thirty-five are dead.”

Rabid’s hand clenched at Elliot’s chin harder, forcing him to meet his gaze. Then his hand softened again. “Elliot, she had a bad reaction to a drug ... then we destroyed it. We did the right thing. And now, by sheer coincidence, another bacterial strain is causing the same bad reactions. Probably ordered from the same client.”

Elliot glanced down when Rabid’s other hand plucked gently at the collar of his vest. Rabid’s hands were a soft tan on the rose fabric, his fingers troubling at the buttons. His voice was very calming. “Elliot, have I told you lately how good you look in pink?”

“It’s rose. There’s a difference,” Elliot replied. “And don’t try to change the subject or distract me.”

“Distract you?” Rabid asked. “Who’s distracting you?”

Elliot returned his eyes to Rabid’s face while the other man’s fingers traveled over his vest. The touch was so distant through his clothing, and the promise of those hands on his skin was almost enough to soothe his fears. Elliot tried to pull himself back. “Darling, please. Don’t treat this casually.”

“I’ll treat it for what it is.” Rabid leaned over him, rubbing his nose through Elliot’s hair and breathing deeply. Elliot, without thinking, mimicked him and folded closer to Rabid’s body, taking in the clean scent of his newly washed skin, the tangy heat of the arms circling him. “Unnecessary drama you’ve created.”

“I don’t mean to...” Elliot slipped away, falling for the trick. The strong hands sliding under his jacket, then into his pants, were too gentle to be dangerous. He was distracted by the fingers gripping hard at the muscles of his ass.

“Have I been neglecting you?” Rabid’s voice had the deep rasp of a smoker, as if a handful of pebbles turned around in his throat, filtering his words. “Are you trying to get my attention, Ellie? Wearing this lovely pink and throwing your brilliance in my face?”

Elliot smiled, pleased by the compliments, by the purring voice in his ear. Not for the first time, he saw his fear giving in to lust, the threat of danger slipping into a playful seduction. He knew he had lost, but he kept trying to make a point. “Rabid, thirty-five people are dead and I don’t like that I’ve had a part of—”

“No one knows you manufacture this. No one even knows you exist,” Rabid answered and his grip tightened. His embrace was suddenly too hard, too hot, a thinly veiled threat. Then just as quickly, he relaxed, his hands were massaging gently. He pressed soft kisses against Elliot’s cheek. “You’re totally safe and protected, Ellie.”

Elliot looked over Rabid’s shoulder at the ceiling, focusing on the white-dimpled tiles to keep himself focused on his argument, to keep from thinking about the moist mouth licking and sucking at his chin, the nose nuzzling into his cravat, the hands possessively clutching his ass. “You’re not hearing what I’m saying. I don’t care about getting caught. I care that thirty-five people have killed themselves after my drugs infected them.”

He wedged his hands between their bodies and tried to push Rabid away. Rabid didn’t give him the room, squeezing him against the spine of the door until Elliot thought he might snap.

“Caveat emptor,” Rabid answered, but he chuckled as if he had made a joke. He gently loosened the cravat’s knot, and Elliot allowed himself to be soothed completely by his soft hands and his gentle voice. “Besides, it’s not your drugs. We destroyed every living strain of that bacteria in your lab.”

Rabid let the cravat hang open and messy and glided his fingers along Elliot’s neck. “You have such soft, smooth skin, Ellie.”

Elliot responded to these little caresses as if he lived his life starved for touch. His body trembled, shaking apart at the seams. All moisture fled his mouth and gathered instead on his sweating skin. Still, Elliot kept his hands clenched at his sides, refusing to return a caress. He hid any sign that he enjoyed Rabid’s touches, or that he had lost the argument. Rabid knew where to find proof. One of his hands deftly unfastened the small metal hooks at the waist of Elliot’s trousers and his hand slipped inside the fabric.

Elliot again struggled to push Rabid away, but it was a half-hearted attempt, more symbolic than anything. He had lost any desire to get away from Rabid years ago. There was little Elliot could do to resist the close nakedness of his lover. Particularly when Rabid’s hand circled his rapidly hardening cock. Elliot groaned and dropped his head against the doorframe. For a moment, nothing else existed except the pleasure of the other man stroking his shaft, rubbing it along his inner thigh. Rabid’s strong palm squeezed his cock from root to tip, his thumb glided over his head, his fingers ground into his base and brushed his balls.

His trousers were too tight. The air was too hot and moist. The hand groped too rough. Rabid kissed his neck too hard, then he was biting instead of kissing. Elliot winced but stopped fighting. He tried to compromise instead. “Suppose we miss our reservation tonight...”

“Oh, I’m sure we will.” Rabid rubbed his head against Elliot’s, gently forcing Elliot to expose more of his neck.

“If we skip dinner altogether ... before you meet with your distributors, I can go back to the lab. Make one less guided...” Elliot had trouble focusing with Rabid’s sucking mouth and squeezing hand. Rabid tugged faster and stroked harder, but the tightness of Elliot’s trousers limited his movements. Elliot worried they would rip. “Or I could ... add a paralytic agent, perhaps? Or—”

“No.” Rabid pulled his hand sharply, tugging Elliot’s trousers open and upsetting his balance. Rabid held him upright and pushed his trousers down. The cool air of the room thrummed against Elliot’s legs and his cock and Elliot sank along the doorframe, giving in to the rough pleasure.

Rabid assured him, “You’re not going back to the lab today. You’re going out to dinner with me.”

Elliot lifted his hands to run them delicately along Rabid’s wet skin. His body was hot and drying quickly, the muscles taut. “Then you’re going off to your meeting.”

Rabid pulled away and said, “Yes, I am.”

“And I’m going to go home,” Elliot said. He drew his hands over Rabid’s neck, his shoulders, then down his chest. “And I’ll wait here for you, very quietly sitting in bed. I hope I don’t get lonely, sitting by myself.”

“What would you do?” Rabid smiled wide. He bowed his head to kiss and chew at Elliot’s neck again.

“Oh, probably stare at the periodic table and think about hallucinogens and things...” Rabid gripped him tighter and resumed pumping at Elliot’s cock. Elliot groaned. “Maybe think about you ... a little.”

Rabid tugged open Elliot’s vest, managing the large buttons deftly. Then, when it was halfway open, Rabid seemed to forget about the vest and instead pulled at the crisply starched shirt Elliot wore underneath. Rabid was careless with the smaller buttons, but the row gave eventually and Rabid pushed the fabric wide on his chest. Elliot hummed when Rabid’s lips slid from his cheek and chewed along his throat, down to his collarbone. His tongue flicked at Elliot’s Adam’s apple.

Then Rabid asked, a subtle instruction, “What will you think about? When we first met?”

Elliot complied. “Sure. I was in my apothecary tent in a Tudor fair, wearing ... those ridiculously tight leggings and a green tunic. Not even a hat. I leaned over the counter, fetching you the tonic you asked for. As I recall, that was all the invitation you needed. You grabbed my hips, kept me bent over and when I was too shocked to move, you started rubbing yourself against my ass.”

Rabid growled, a low deep sound, nearly a purr. The sound reverberated through Elliot. Rabid’s hands shifted to cup his ass now, his thumbs running over Elliot’s bare skin and in between his tight cheeks.

Elliot ran his hands through Rabid’s hair and continued. “I could feel your cock as if it was trying to squeeze in through the cotton, so hot, so hard against me. I remember pushing back into you, spreading my legs wider. I remember your hands sliding up under the tunic, rubbing over my chest. Your fingers twisting around my nipples.”

Rabid imitated Elliot’s description, and when the vest and shirt did not give as much as the tunic had, he pushed Elliot toward their bed. Elliot stumbled with his trousers still around his ankles, but Rabid had never quite let him go and gruffly tugged him, still caressing his body and groping at his balls and his ass and his arms.

When Rabid gave him the final push onto the bed, Elliot caught himself and landed at the very edge, trying not to fall on the suit he’d laid out for Rabid. “You pushed the tights down, ripping the waist, if I recall.”

Rabid jerked the sitting man’s body closer to his so he could bend down and kiss Elliot full on the mouth. Then he crawled onto the bed, dragging Elliot’s body with him, his hands tucked under Elliot’s arms and his mouth relentless and hot on his neck. He was not as careful of his suit and dropped Elliot on top of the smooth fabric. Elliot wiggled to free his feet of his own clothing. The trousers collected in a beige puddle at the foot of the bed.

Elliot continued cooing in his ear. “It felt as if you spent hours teasing me, tugging at my prick, refusing to give me what I wanted.”

“What you deserved, you damned tease.”

Then Elliot kept silent, listening to the sound of Rabid’s mouth on his skin, the wet sucking noises of the man feasting.

“Go on,” Rabid demanded.

“Oh, I’d hate to tease.”

“You love to tease.” Rabid’s hand groped at his ass again, squeezing hard.

“I remember you doing that. I remember you grabbing the nearest balm on the counter, something to close open wounds. I thought it was a precious waste until your fingers were inside me, spreading me wide open. I thought I would die from relief when you finally started to...” Elliot paused just long enough and smiled at his lover lasciviously. “Fuck me.”

Rabid shivered and gripped his body harder. “Dirty slut.”

“Only for you,” Elliot promised. “You took me bowed over the counter, then lying flat on it, then up against the shelf... At the end, we were both on the ground, lying amid all the broken vials we’d knocked over and shattered, totally exhausted.”

Elliot lifted his arms around Rabid, stroking his back. He pressed a kiss to the crook of Rabid’s shoulder. His skin was still hot from the shower, clean and slick. Elliot chuckled and added, “The next thing I knew, a troop of your men were stuffing me into the back of your carriage and I was on my way here.”

“I remember it differently.” Rabid snorted, then added a bit romantically, “I remember making love to you on the deck of the volex with stars overhead.”

That happened two years later, but Elliot didn’t have the desire to fight with Rabid’s flexible memory. Not with Rabid’s body so near. Elliot lifted his legs around Rabid’s waist, curling tight into him. He wanted to rub his entire body against Rabid’s hot skin, wanted to lie naked in his arms, wanted Rabid to whisper soft words to him instead of veiled threats and demands for illegal bacteria.

Instead, Rabid gripped his arms and pushed Elliot down to the bed. He held Elliot there by his wrists and his dark eyes moved over Elliot’s body. Elliot closed his eyes and bit his lip, thinking of what Rabid saw. Small, thin man, pale skin. Brown curling hair badly mussed from being horizontal. The disheveled cravat exposing the bruises on his neck from biting and kissing. His shirt hanging open, revealing his narrow, hairless chest. His vest, rose pink, still half-closed modestly, but pushed so far to the right that one erect nipple rubbed along the silk lining. And just a few inches lower, immodest and as red as his vest, his fully hard cock exposed to the chill of the air and the heat of his lover’s gaze.

Still standing at the edge of the bed, Rabid circled the head of his cock around Elliot’s tight hole. Elliot bit his lips, preparing for a rough entrance, but it seemed Rabid was in a teasing mood. His cock, rock solid, pushed just barely inside Elliot’s ass. He pulled it back and rolled its swollen head along Elliot’s inner thigh. Elliot shivered and winced, but when he tried to sit up to touch and tease Rabid, his lover pushed him back down without looking at him. Elliot stayed down on the bed, listening to Rabid stroke his own cock, feeling the tip against Elliot’s thigh. Then Rabid pushed in again slowly, letting just the head past Elliot’s tight pucker. Elliot grimaced from the brief pain, but it numbed instantly into pleasure. He squirmed a little, trying to open himself up more, to spread his legs wider, to invite Rabid’s beautiful cock deeper into his body, but Rabid put a hard hand on his stomach and pushed down, holding him still.

Elliot closed his eyes and held still as that incredible thickness moved slowly into his body, spreading areas of him that didn’t seem to exist before this moment. He grunted at the uncomfortable feeling of being too stuffed when Rabid’s hips nestled against his inner thighs.

Elliot opened his eyes to look up at Rabid. The man’s intense gaze was focused on where his cock was sliding into Elliot’s ass where he was starting to fuck Elliot slowly. Elliot groaned as his lover pushed in with long fluid thrusts, pressing deep until he couldn’t go any farther, then drawing back just as smoothly. Elliot arched into Rabid with encouragement and Rabid pushed him back down, keeping his arms pinned. Then the man shifted Elliot’s legs, pulling his thighs together and laying Elliot’s ankles over his shoulder. Rabid pounded harder and harder until Elliot winced with every thrust. Elliot flailed, trying to move away, to give himself enough room to breathe, to enjoy the harsh pounding, but Rabid did not let him.

Elliot slipped a hand between their bodies and stroked his own cock. He watched his lover’s face to see if he noticed and if he approved.

Apparently, he did. Rabid grinned broadly. “You wanton thing.”

“Oh, did you want me to stop?” Elliot took his hand away, leaving his cock standing solid as if it were reaching toward Rabid.

“No,” Rabid smirked, and as if to punctuate his statement, he gave Elliot another long deep thrust. “I want to see you come for me.”

Elliot smirked in reply. As Rabid continued slamming into him, he closed his eyes and let the pleasure carry him away. He focused on his fingers around his shaft, rubbing up and down, matching the quick rhythm of the hard cock penetrating him. His body shook from the force of the thrusts. He could only groan, offering up his pleasure to Rabid’s lust.

Rabid jerked Elliot closer to the edge of the bed, tugged his legs tight again, and started fucking him harder. Very soon, all the force of his standing body pounded into Elliot.

“Bern,” Elliot panted, half in lust and half in pain. He lifted his hands again toward his lover, only able to slide them along Rabid’s naked thighs, unable to hold or steady him.

The name irritated him and Rabid jerked Elliot’s body tight to him, lifting his hips and ass off the bed. “I want to see, Elliot.”

It was a command and one that Elliot did his best to obey. He pumped his cock harder. He arched his back into Rabid’s hard, grinding pelvis, trying to take him deeper, trying to give him more. The lust boiled under his skin, in his balls, and he groaned when he came. The white beads of his cum splattered on the edge of his vest and his legs. He kept rubbing his cock and milking the rest out of his shaft, tightening his ass and trying to help Rabid along too.

Not that Rabid needed his help in taking what he wanted. Rabid pulled out entirely and took a step back. Elliot stared at him with surprise, but before he could even sit up, Rabid had grabbed his waist and twisted his body. Elliot moved as Rabid instructed and found himself facedown on the bed, staring at Rabid’s suit jacket, with his feet firmly planted on the floor and Rabid pulling apart the cheeks of his ass to enter him again.

His ass was swollen and raw, but Elliot still bowed forward to offer himself up to his lover. Rabid groaned as he stabbed in again and he gripped Elliot’s hips tight and continued fucking him hard. First, he held his hips still and pummeled him, then he yanked his ass back and forth to meet his thrusts. Elliot shouted again every time Rabid’s dick slammed into him. He pressed his face into the mattress to deal with the pain, muffling his cries with the jacket. He heard the slick, wet pounding of Rabid slamming into his ass and his own spent erection slapping against his thigh. The bed banged against the wall, the mattress creaking as if the springs would pop.

Rabid flooded out into his body with a loud satisfied groan and everything stilled. It was only in the sudden quiet that Elliot realized just how loud they had been. Rabid’s hands grazed over his chest, gentle now. His hands shifted as if he were contemplating Elliot’s spine and ribs as his back bowed and arched from his breathing. Elliot hoped for more caresses, a gentler continuance of their passion. Instead, he felt Rabid’s hand in his vest pocket pulling out the screen. Elliot dropped his head onto his hands.

“No more of this outside investigating of yours,” Rabid said cheerfully. “You’re a scientist, sweetheart. You shouldn’t trouble yourself with the gossip in Albion.”

Elliot said nothing, but when Rabid pushed on his back, he collapsed onto his stomach. Rabid sat on the bed beside him, his hand still possessively trailing up and down Elliot’s thigh. He dialed a number, using Elliot’s screen. “Yes, Mr. Luke, you were right. No, I’m not postponing my meeting, just ordering dinner. We have reservations at the Edo Tower and I want the food ready when we walk in. Do you still have the menu I gave you earlier?”

Elliot lifted his head from his hands. Rabid managed to plan for everything. For the apothecaries in foreign lands to be attractive homosexuals. For scientists troubled by pesky consequences to be easily distracted by lust.

Elliot watched Rabid pocketing his screen before he leaned over Elliot and kissed his shoulder. “You are magnificent, but if we don’t get clothes on you soon, I shall never make my meeting.”

“Darling,” Elliot said softly, not allowing Rabid to forget his intentions. “I recognized the microscope sample in the report. If you distribute that strain again, I will leave you.”

Rabid chuckled at the idea that the slight man beneath his hands had any power to do something that displeased him. He kissed his neck again and said, with disgusting cheerfulness. “You wouldn’t survive it.”

Elliot tensed with the threat, so simple, so casually stated.

Then Rabid playfully smacked his ass and said, “Sweetheart, you made us miss our reservation! Now hurry up and get dressed.”

And he obeyed.
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Chapter Two
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Kavan Griffiths had disliked reporting to the Central Offices of the Intersectoral Police Force when he was an officer. Now, three years after the death of Louis Hullender, he hated it.

The main hallway of ISP Central looked more professional than secure, row after row of glass and paneling, identical desks, and name plaques. The Albions called the tiny half-clear boxes “offices”, but the officers from Empire referred to them as “cells.” Kavan’s favorite name for them was “cubey” which, as near as he could tell, originated in the Cirque Sector. Clowns liked to shorten words like “cubicle” and add cutesy endings.

He caught himself glancing at the desk that used to be his. On principle, he disliked the stick-thin officer who sat behind his old desk. Kavan could see the police glancing at him through the glass windows that made the top half of their offices. Most of them studied him just because he looked like a criminal reporting for interrogation or parole, but some stared because they recognized him. If Kavan were still an officer, he would outrank most of these jackasses.

Walter Morgan was still an officer and a high-ranking one for this level of clearance, which meant his office was against the back wall. He had windows for neighbors. Still, Kavan could see through the windows of Morgan’s office and see the officer sitting at his desk speaking on his phone. They made eye contact and Morgan nodded slightly to acknowledge him.

When Kavan got to the thin wood of Morgan’s office door, he knocked and waited for permission to enter. Morgan was easily insulted, hated to be interrupted even by men who had appointments, and most importantly to Kavan, was the officer who granted Kavan access to the ISP surveillance and intelligence files.

Morgan continued talking on the phone, looking straight at Kavan. The phone, with its metallic cradle and its ear and mouthpiece, was another bit of arcane fashion sense from Albion. Other officers would have used their own cells for out-of-station calls and the computers for in-station. Kavan noticed Morgan was smiling. The bastard was probably talking to his wife and this was just a bit of posturing for the other officers. Morgan played that kind of game.

Finally, Morgan gestured for Kavan to come in and Kavan opened the door and shut it behind him quietly. The officers in other glass boxes returned fully to their work.

“Yes, General. Of course, Madame.” Morgan sat straight in his chair, proper as any ex-soldier from Albion. With his dark hair and olive complexion, he looked more Torres, maybe Greek, but there was no doubt from his bearing, from the crisp neatness of his uniform and from every syllable that flew perfectly shaped from his mouth, that he was Albion. Kavan thought it was unfair that a man who looked that good in uniform was not only from one of the most sexually repressed sectors in the world but was married with a six-year-old kid. Probably one of the many reasons he and Morgan didn’t go out drinking together anymore.

Morgan said to the voice on the other end of the phone. “Madame, thank you and good—”

The General apparently continued speaking to him. Morgan looked at Kavan and then made a gesture with his hand as if he were shooting his own temple. Kavan smirked. There was a little of the overnight-shift friendliness left in Morgan. “Yes, Madame. Have a good day, General.”

Morgan hung up the phone and stood as he shook Kavan’s hand. “The only people who talk more than Albions are the Neo-Romans. Good morning, Kavan.”

“Mornin’.” Kavan sat down across from him.

“What brings you in here today?” Morgan returned to his seat.

“The regular. You know how I hate getting involved in human trafficking.” Kavan handed Morgan his cell, with all his research on his next potential target. The Magston wasn’t a state-of-the-art cell, but it carried his bulletins, videos, and radio channels. “This one is probably legit, though.”

Morgan plugged the Magston into his computer, a tiny box acting as a coaster for a cup of cold tea. The image on the cell blew up on the glass screen across from the desk. Kavan angled his chair to look as the windows to the rest of the building were obscured by the image of the bounty posting.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but he’s rather good-looking for a criminal,” Morgan said, assessing the wanted poster with a furrowed brow.

That was an understatement. The kid was fucking beautiful. Soft curling brown hair, large, bright eyes, a wide smile. Something about him seemed to sparkle out of the three-dimensional image.

“My thoughts exactly,” Kavan said. He reached out to the window and tapped the air near the enlarged still of the surveillance tape from the Albion bank robbery. There was a picture of the same man, nearly a boy, looking over his shoulder. His expression seemed startled by something behind him. A little curl of brown hair fell into his eye. Kavan moved them close to each other and it was clear it was the same face. “Eighty-eight percent match. This places him at the scene of a bank robbery a few months back. An unsolved bank robbery.”

“Should be a closer match. It’s the angle of his head,” Morgan agreed. “How did you catch this one, K?”

“On video,” Kavan answered. “Play it.”

Morgan, using the Magston, moved the image of the wanted poster aside and expanded the video of the robbery.

“This is edited from ISP surveillance,” Kavan said.

“Knew there was a reason I let you down there,” Morgan answered dryly.

Kavan resisted the urge to mock the ISP detectives and instead watched an Albion woman in a red dress delicately sashay off the Intersectoral tram and walk through the Customs checkpoint. She looked as if she were Albion nobility, down to the white wig and little black top hat pinned into it. She signed her papers, spoke politely with the immigration officer, smiled sadly and nodded and then got her ID card scanned into the computer.

“Her name, according to the records, is—”

“Nicolette Renoir,” Morgan said. “Who ended up being a little old lady who hasn’t left the Versailles Sector since she was a child. I remember this case.”

“She was applying for asylum and settled for being a tourist to Albion,” Kavan said. “And here’s where she robs the bank.”

It was a simple and elegant plan. She walked into the bank and waited in line. She let a mother with a small child get in line in front of her. She made faces and played with the baby. When the mother went up to the teller, she followed her, opened her large handbag, pulled out a gun, and pointed it at the mother.

Kavan muttered, “That would never happen in Empire.”

“The mob owns all the banks in Empire,” Morgan retorted. “Besides, they look so unfriendly with all those metal screens and sliding gates. Like going to jail just to give them money.”

“Yeah, but good luck robbin’ one,” Kavan said.

The robber’s first command was obvious by the way the tellers all raised their hands over their heads far away from any device to signal the police right across the street.

Her face was very calm as she gave her next directive. The clerks filled her purse with their biggest bills and passed it down the line, while the robber and hostages followed. The robber took back her purse, appeared to thank the clerks and the young mother, and then fired several shots into the ceiling. Chaos happened only when the police rushed in the doors. They passed a frightened woman in Albion dress without suspicion, and she hurried out with the crowd. She immediately was lost in the swarm of people in the port.

“There are only three clear pictures of her in the next five minutes,” Kavan said. “You’d think for the wealthiest sector in the world, you would have better cameras.”

Morgan shrugged helplessly. “Bring it up with the Albion police, if you can get one to stop posing for the society pages. Half the witnesses in that robbery wouldn’t talk to the police until a reporter was recording them.”

Kavan touched the screen to stop the video, and after a moment of struggling with the technology, brought the images up. Three still frames from the bank’s outside camera. He had circled a shape in the upper right corner, a little alley. If the video were playing, the police carriages and citizens on the street would have covered those spots just in regular traffic flow.

Kavan zoomed in on the first, turning the photo into an exercise in pointillism but still clear enough. The prim Albion lady, missing her white wig and hat and the crinoline skeleton that made her dress a large bell, popped out of her corset. Kavan enlarged the second. A man in a white shirt, black slacks and neat suspenders and a servant’s cap was folding a red dress and placing it into a brown paper bag. Kavan enlarged the third and the man was walking away from the alley looking over his shoulder curiously at the police, seeming to be a servant sent to do his lady’s shopping. This was the photo that matched the wanted poster.

“The clever bugger,” Morgan muttered. “I’m ashamed we never noticed.”

“You should be,” Kavan agreed.

Morgan ignored his remark. “How did you find him?”

“I looked at all the unsolved robberies from around the time he vanished from the Twins Sector,” Kavan answered. “His birth name is Elliot Grayson, if you want to start putting in the record for him. All his IDs are from Twins and Tudor.”

“He’s a Medievalist?”

“So say the records,” Kavan said. “But that don’t mean much when the Tudor sector is concerned.”

“Right,” Morgan grumbled then sighed. “My estimate is that Albion will pay a standard amount for the arrest and capture of a bank robber. Nice pocket change if you know where he is...”

“I have a bounty offering twice standard.”

“Really?” Morgan asked. “That’s a touch shady. Who wants him?”

“Bernard Coltrane, the chief of the police in the Twins Sector.”

“Really?” Morgan said again. He took Kavan’s Magston and blew up the text on the wanted poster. “The ISP or—?”

“No, local.”

“Why so much?”

“Grayson is suspected there for bacteria manufacture, fraudulence—”

“Theft, property damage,” Morgan interrupted, continuing to read from the poster, then he looked up at Kavan. “Impersonating a woman? Is that illegal in the Twins Sector?”

“Coltrane seems like a funny guy. He might have just put that in there.”

Morgan nodded. “I see why you’d be cautious. But he’s committed crimes in Albion, which means he’s probably had an easier time elsewhere.”

“I don’t know. He robbed that bank without much trouble.” Kavan chuckled.

Morgan frowned and sat back in his chair. “Well, if the bounty is from the chief of police in the Twins Sector, I can’t imagine it being illegitimate.”

“Just didn’t feel right,” Kavan said.

“He looks too clean, too young, too good-looking,” Morgan said. “That’s the fraud bit.”

“Sometimes good-looking boys need money too,” Kavan ceded the point.

“I’ll make sure you have clearance on Grayson. I’ll tell my men not to worry over him.”

“Thanks for the confidence.”

Morgan started typing out the paperwork. “Well, if you’re going after him, he’s as good as caught. You know if I had my druthers, you’d be back in my office working under my supervision and not clearing the legality of every little thing with me.”

“Maybe I’ll get back in on my next examination.”

“Let’s hope.” Morgan clicked something on his machine and the images in the glass disappeared. He handed Kavan his Magston back. “Thanks for the care. I took the liberty of downloading all your files.”

“Nothing I haven’t sent you already, Walt.” Kavan stood. “Thanks for seeing me so quick.”

“Leaving already?” Morgan did not seem surprised. Kavan was never a social person and rarely lingered after he had done his business. Morgan was giving him the opportunity to rest a moment and talk with a friend.

Kavan didn’t take it. “Yeah, I’ll let you do your work.”

Morgan rolled his eyes. “Thanks for that care, too. Good luck to you.”

“If I believed in luck, it’d just be bad.”

****
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For a sector located at the southernmost tip of the European continent, Kavan thought the Twins had a very American look. From above it appeared to be one polis, but as he flew closer, Kavan saw it was two distinct cities connected by a long suspension bridge. One side, the Euro-end, was on land and filled with green parks, bright glass, and pleasant architecture. The other side, the Sea-end, did not seem as clean, as well tended. From the air, Kavan could see the abandoned warehouses, the graffiti stains, and the broken windows. The volex headed to the tall building built at the mouth of the Euro-end of the bridge. Walking over the bridge meant walking through Twins Hall.

The security in Twins Hall was grueling. Guards took Kavan’s ID, scanned it at two separate stations, and when he announced he was going to see the sector’s police chief, they took a DNA confirmation on the ID. Normally, Kavan would protest because he didn’t like mouth swabs and blood samples, but the Twins had more modern technology, so he simply had to put his hand on a DNA collection pad and watch it buzz the confirmation. It was comforting to know he was who he thought he was. Kavan guessed they had a ground immigration problem from the Sea-end. If Albion’s port had this kind of security, it would be much harder for the cross-dresser to rob the bank.

Inside Twins Hall, Coltrane’s office was also surprisingly American. Kavan had gotten used to pastels and flowers on this side of the sea, the elegance of Versailles, the airy marble of Neo-Roma, the pretty mask of Torres. Instead, Coltrane’s office shone with rich colors, black reflective surfaces and dark furniture. The only decoration Kavan saw in the hallway leading to Coltrane’s office was the secretary. He was a tall, lean-faced man with a white silk scarf around his neck and a pastel-green shirt, complete with ruffles. Even his pale hair had a false mint tint, a strange styling gel that kept his hair in its ocean waves but looked soft as natural. The man looked straight out of Versailles and his smile had a practiced pleasantness, as if he had to work hard at being decent to this man so far below him.

Kavan approached the desk and put his hands on the sparse dark wood. “Is this the office of Chief Coltrane?”

“Oui, Monsieur, how may I be of service to you?”

Kavan looked at the thin edges of the man’s lips and thought of several inappropriate services involving the man’s tongue, mouth and throat. Instead, he said, “I’m here for Coltrane. About the bounty. K Griffiths.”

“Ah.” The secretary opened a handwritten ledger, the only object on his shining desk besides a glittering brass phone. Kavan saw his name seconds before the secretary used a thick quill to put a dark line through it, removing all trace of his identity from the book. The secretary gestured with one frilly hand to the black leather chairs along the wall. “Of course, Monsieur Griffiths. I’ll let him know you’re here. Have a seat, please.”

Kavan sat down and picked up one of the pamphlets on a coffee table by the wall. Something stupid about how to behave during a mugging. Kavan chuckled at the suggestion to give the mugger what he wanted.

He heard the secretary tapping on a keyboard hidden under the desk. The secretary sat with his back at a perfect straight angle as he typed. He was very professional and gave another thin smile when he noticed Kavan had glanced up at him.

Looking back at the illustrated mugger in the pamphlet, Kavan wondered if Coltrane fucked this secretary. He knew Coltrane apparently had a lady that he had dinner with outside of the sector sometimes, but that didn’t mean much. Besides, a man from Versailles was basically the same thing as a woman. Kavan smirked at his own joke and took a brief moment to imagine the secretary bent over the desk. The secretary’s narrow feminine face would reflect in the shiny surface of the polished wood. The scarf would slip from around his neck and mess up his gelled hair. His neat hands would grip the edge of the desk and the ruffles of his sleeves would shake as someone rammed hard into his ass. His mouth would form a wide circle as he begged for more in a foreign language.

When the secretary stood, Kavan glanced up. The man noticed him again, smiled and nodded. Kavan didn’t alter his expression, just went back to reading the pamphlet. Versailles wasn’t his type. The secretary very primly headed down the hallway Kavan had just walked. The top of the pamphlet folded toward the floor as Kavan leaned forward in the chair to watch the man walk away. The secretary had a gorgeous ass tucked away neatly in tailored trousers and framed by the green tails of his overcoat. Kavan would make an exception about Versailles just once. It’d been a long dry spell since the last time he’d properly—

“Are you an ass man, Mr. Griffiths?”

Kavan jolted because he had not heard another door open or another man come into the room. The grinning man leaned out of an archway just behind the secretary’s desk, amused that he’d caught Kavan off guard.

“Who isn’t, Chief Coltrane?” Kavan didn’t remain off his guard long. He stood and walked toward him, evaluating the older man.

Nothing about the flush-faced man resembled a chief of police of a major sector, but Kavan guessed this unimpressive man was Bernard Coltrane. He dressed as if he was from a combination of sectors. The gelled sleek hair of the Empire sector, or the messy attempt, an Albion suit without a cravat and unbuttoned at the top, and slippers that belonged at home. He had a thin cigar in his mouth, which looked expensive enough to be from Torres, and a bowler hat in his hand. He looked harmless as a puppy.

“Oh, please. There’s not a lot of respect in being a local police chief in this sector.” The man chuckled and extended his hand. “You can call me Bern.”

Kavan knew he wouldn’t call this man anything, but he followed him through the arch. This office was as mismatched as Coltrane. The rug and the couch had a heavy Spanish influence, but the bookshelf and the tea tray were clearly Albion. Most of the clutter on his desk was the kind of stylized papers and folders you would see in Albion or Versailles, where everything was handwritten, though an Edo-style computer and keyboard took up half the desk. There was even a puppet from the Cirque holding a variety of ink and gel pens and one quill.

“Please, sit down.” Coltrane gestured to a chair across from his desk and Kavan sat down. Then the police chief gestured out the large window behind his desk. “Grand view, isn’t it? The bay is just lovely this time of day.”

Out of the great window, Kavan could see the ocean, the long bridge and the distant skyscrapers of the other half of the Twins Sector. The chief was using Albion phrases, but he wasn’t from Albion. It bothered Kavan that he couldn’t place the man firmly in a sector. But maybe that was Twins, a mismatch of everywhere else. “I’m here about the bounty on Elliot Grayson.”

“Yeah,” Coltrane replied, sitting in his chair. He rocked in it, twisting the seat so he could see out the window, then turning and facing Kavan full on. “Not that we care about that kinda thing—we’re very progressive in the Twins—but I hope the way you watched my secretary go doesn’t mean you’re soft on all men with nice asses.”

Kavan frowned. “I came up as a detective in the ISP. My specialization was tracking missing persons. Most of them were sex workers and quite a few would rather stay missing. I know how to distance myself from a fugitive, especially a con artist like Grayson.”

Coltrane nodded. “Good. Good. Why did you leave the ISP?”

Kavan hated this question. “I’m sure you have access to my record. You can see it there in detail.”

“I like to let people explain their, um,” the chief scratched his chin and then finished, “choices.”

“I’m not very comfortable talking about my mistakes.”

Coltrane nodded sympathetically, then said, “Take your time.”

Kavan exhaled a hard breath. “I was accused of being corrupt when one of my fugitives ended up dead and in the care of the Empire Sector mob. The ISP have a very low tolerance for fugitive collectors who work alone and are accused of corruption. So while I was found innocent and avoided all legal charges, I still lost my position as an officer pending reexamination.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Coltrane said. “I’m told you were very good.”

“The best,” Kavan said.

“And so humble.”

“I find everyone I look for and the only time I haven’t delivered was that one incident with the Empire Sector mob.”

Coltrane took a sip from a mug that Kavan hadn’t noticed in the clutter. “Well, you’ve sold me. You must be concerned about the legality of everything with the pending re-examination thing? If your client is too personally involved with the fugitive ... well, it’s a dangerous road to walk down.”

Kavan nodded. Coltrane was sharper than he let on and that made Kavan suspicious.

“I’ll tell you why I want him so bad,” Coltrane said. He raised his arm slowly, waving behind him to the town across the water. Mid-gesture, he stopped, as if embarrassed by the grandiose motion. “So, you know the reputation of the Twins Sectors, I’m sure?”

Kavan nodded but said nothing, ready to let Coltrane wax. Coltrane did not disappoint. “The Twins is unique in the entire world because it is so divided. On this side, we’re a flourishing economy. Driven by production. Big volex producers. Did you come by volex, Mr— What was your name again?”
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